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Abstract : This paper focuses on the governance framework in relation to the decision-making 
process which designs, moulds and formulates the policy on vocational education and training 
(VET) to meet the needs of various industrial and commercial sectors in Hong Kong. 
There has been a long history of an apparently close relationship among government, 
businessmen and academics who form a tripartite alliance in making decisions on VET within the 
framework of the government’s co-optation strategies.  Such a triple alliance may be regarded as a 
necessary and desirable outcome of the political system and environment in Hong Kong.  It may 
also be a trend towards which many countries, whether developed or developing, have steered their 
system of policy-making in relation to VET. 
This paper will attempt to analyze the concept of a co-optative decision-making 
system in relation to VET by comparing it to the traditional mode of decentralized decision-making 
process, which had been put into place since the 1960s.  An overview of the decision-making 
systems of 10 selected countries will be made in order to understand why and how the policies on 
VET may be formulated in the context of the diversity of social and political systems in these 
countries and yet still follow a general pattern of cooperation and rationalization among various 
stakeholders.  These 10 representative countries are Australia, Brazil, Canada, Finland, India, Italy, 
Philippines, Singapore, South Africa, and Switzerland.  The decision-making systems of these 10 
countries will be highlighted and compared with respect to the delivery of quality VET.  Tables for 
comparison will be used as far as possible 
  To conclude the paper, a more refined decision-making system, which extends the 
ideas of the triple alliance but also incorporates the involvement of various stakeholders, is 
recommended to foster further development in quality VET. 
 
 
 
Practitioners often are confused by theories that offer ambiguous prescriptions for designing the 
institutional forms or governance structures in which organizational activities are conducted (Bello, 
Shirish, & Lohtia, 1997).  This paper attempts to show that the governance framework in 
determining vocational training policy in Hong Kong relies on a triple alliance of government, 
businessmen and academics.  A brief study of the corresponding decision-making bodies on VET 
policy of 10 selected countries is made for comparison with the case in Hong Kong.  Conclusions 
and recommendations are made based on the observations. 
 
VET in Hong Kong 
In Hong Kong, the Vocational Training Council is the principal institutional agency set up by the 
government responsible for planning and implementing policy on vocational training.   In 1982 
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when the Council was established, its total expenditure was only HK$118 million (Hong Kong 
dollars).    In 1998, the corresponding figure has increased by over 14 times to HK$2,237 million 
after 16 years of operations.   The Hong Kong case of the implementation of training policy 
generates valuable lessons on the need of an appropriate VET system.  Hong Kong has dramatically 
reformed its vocational training system several times in the span of only two decades.  Each reform 
has been introduced in concert with the transformation of the Hong Kong economy.  Initially the 
change was from entrepot trading to industrialization.  This was followed by a transition to a high 
technology, export-oriented economy.  More recently, the move has been towards the development 
of an international investment and business centre, capturing high technology, high-valued-added 
manufacturing at the China mainland. 
The history of the development of the Vocational Training Council illustrates the Hong Kong 
government’s changing perception of the purpose of VET and the government’s role in its provision 
of VET.   In the 1960s, the government did not take any active part in making VET available and 
there were only a few government-run training schemes.  The formation of the Industrial Training 
Advisory Committee in 1965 however showed that the government planned to do something about 
the provision of VET.   Through the establishment of the Hong Kong Training Council in 1973, the 
government managed to put in place a list of training schemes supported by findings of economy-
wide biennial manpower surveys conducted by the Council.  The most significant scheme, the 
apprenticeship scheme, was implemented through the enactment of the Apprenticeship Ordinance in 
1976.   The Ordinance required an employer to enter into a contract of apprenticeship when 
engaging a youngster under 14 in one of 26 designated trades.  According to the contract, employers 
were required to provide a comprehensive on-the-job training for their apprentices who would 
attend a 2 to 3 years part-time-day-release programme at technical institutes.  The training however 
would be monitored by the government through the enforcement of the contract.   By promoting 
and enforcing such a scheme, the government had become a “facilitator” and “provider’ of VET. 
1982 was a milestone for vocational training in Hong Kong.  Since the establishment of the 
Vocational Training Council in that year, the government has built 2 technical colleges, 7 technical 
institutes, and 24 training centres providing VET for over 30,000 trainees annually.   Considering a 
population of only six million, the trainee output is indeed an outstanding achievement.   The vast 
number of trainees produced each year suggests that the government has become a major “provider” 
of VET in Hong Kong through these training centres. 
 
Decision-making bodies 
There are different views, valid or invalid, regarding the roles of the decision-making bodies of the 
Vocational Training Council in Hong Kong.   They can be seen as being responsible for strategic 
formulation of long-term policies on VET, or primarily as organs that are created to legitimize the 
Hong Kong government’s central policy, or as bodies overseeing the day-to-day functioning of the 
vocational training operations, or as protectors or defenders of the executive management against 
external political and social pressures and criticisms.  In Hong Kong, boards and committees 
formed by the government may be described as a type of representative policy-making bodies 
which the government wishes to give voice in the decision-making process so as to represent 
defined interest groups and provide for a kind of forum for interaction and discussion. 
In a study of the decision-making bodies of the Vocational Training Council, Hung (1998b) 
observed that there was in place a triple alliance among business-based (businessmen), knowledge-
based (academics and professionals), and polity-based members (government officials and 
politicians) in decision-making bodies of the Council responsible for making policies on the 
provision of VET to the economy.  He argues that “the triple alliance is a mechanism through which 
the government forms a partnership with three major types of interest groups in the community to 
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make operational decisions” (Hung, 1998b: 52).  He concludes that although the decision-making 
system is currently working well, in order to build up a more effective vocational education and 
training system, more power and authority, especially the economic decisions of resource allocation 
and administration decisions relating to the running of training centres and technical institutes, 
should be devolved to these decision-making bodies. 
As observed by Hung (1998b), the training boards and general committees are composed of 
members who are businessmen, industrialists, professionals, academics, and government officials.   
All major decisions will have to be discussed, argued, and approved by these representatives to 
ensure that the interests of all major stakeholders are protected.  These decisions include not only 
the courses but also administrative functions relating to these courses.  The following international 
comparative study will serve to illustrate the case that VET decision-making mechanism in Hong 
Kong is commonly found in many developed countries. 
 
International Comparative Studies 
A documentary research of 10 countries has been carried out with regard to the decision-making 
bodies on VET in these nations.  These samples are selected on the basis of data availability rather 
than a comprehensive representation of the various types of decision-making bodies. 
A policy on VET involves the decisions in defining what occupational roles are perceived as 
economically or politically important and how these roles can, through VET, be efficiently and 
sufficiently fulfilled.  The former decision requires an economy-wide evaluation of the economical, 
technological, social or political significance of various occupations while the latter involves 
operational decisions as how appropriate training programmes are to be implemented.  Most 
countries have established some forms of decision-making bodies in formulating and implementing 
policies on VET.  
The purpose of the international comparative study is to illustrate, rather than to prove, the notion 
that major decisions on VET can be made in three ways: executive-led, expertise-led, and 
participative type of decision-making.  These three types of decision-making processes show that 
the state of economic development has an observable correlation with the way VET decisions are 
made.  Table 1 shows the economic development, geographic location, and political stability of 
these 10 countries. 
 
Methodology of Analysis 
There is no intention whatsoever in this paper to investigate the detailed political, social, economic 
or cultural characteristics of any countries.  Due to the restraint in resources, there will be no 
quantitative statistical analysis of the composition of the decision-making bodies on VET in 
question.   A brief analysis of the composition will suffice to identify the general pattern.  Table 2 
gives a list of the decision-making bodies on VET for Hong Kong and 10 selected countries. 
 
Composition of Decision-making Bodies 
All decision-making bodies are made of people and it is actually the people in these bodies that 
make decisions.  The values and orientation of the individual members will become one of the key 
determinants of the decision-making system.  An analysis of the rationale of decisions may be made 
through an examination of the people inside the decision-making bodies. 
Following the methodology adopted by the study of Hung (1998b), members in the VET decision-
making bodies are being grouped into four major categories: management-based, business-based, 
knowledge-based and polity-based.  Management-based members are those who work directly for 
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and within the agencies offering VET.  They are nominated by the agencies to represent their 
agencies’ interests and explain the agencies’ policy and practices to other members.  Business-based 
members are affiliated to and in some cases nominated by associations or groups of businessmen 
and industrialists.  They represent the various interests of the business sector.  Knowledge-based 
members come from or are nominated by professional bodies as well as tertiary education 
institutions.  Polity-based members come from pressure groups, such as labour unions, and political 
parties. 
Table 3 shows the composition of membership of the decision-making bodies on VET in Hong 
Kong and 10 selected countries. 
 
Types of Decision-making 
Based on the analysis of the composition of decision-making bodies on VET as shown in Table 3, 
three major types of decision-making systems on VET can be identified: executive-led, expertise-
led, and participative.  Table 4 provides a description of these three types of processes. 
VET in all the 10 countries are provided by the respective governments or their agencies.  
Executive-led way of decision-making on VET focuses on the leadership and centralized planning 
of the government.  This is common for most developing countries where power for decision-
making is held firmly by the central government.  Expertise-led way of decision-making relies on 
the support and know-how of academics and professionals in making quality decisions.  This is 
particularly important when the economy is undergoing drastic changes or facing major crises.  
Expertise-led decision-making can increase the chance of thriving in uncertainties.  Participative 
way of decision-making is commonly found in developed economies.   The system allows for 
thorough interaction and discussion among various stakeholders of VET for making quality 
decisions.  Most decisions will be more likely acceptable by the general public. 
Since 1982, by adopting the participative type of decision-making system on VET, Hong Kong has 
been going along the line taken by most developed countries.  The progress of the Vocational 
Training Council in the past years has proved that the system has been working well. 
 
The Analysis 
The focus of this paper is on the decision-making system in relation to the strategic direction of the 
provision of VET in Hong Kong.  It may be a common belief that it is the fiduciary duty of the 
government to ensure that an adequate supply of trained an skilled workforce is ready and willing to 
serve the economy.  The government fulfils its roles and duties through the services provided by its 
agencies.  As a government agency, the Vocational Training Council has the role and mission to 
take up the full responsibility of the planning, formulation an implementation of the policy on VET 
in Hong Kong.  In order to fulfil its designated task, the Council must develop or maintain an 
effective decision-making system that can formulate appropriate VET to meet the changing needs 
of Hong Kong’s economy. 
The decision-making body on VET is only part of the government’s machinery of decision-making.  
Boards and committees have a relatively long history in Hong Kong.  After the riots in 1966 and 
1967, the government has started to reconceptualise its role and plays a more active part in 
providing more social services to satisfy the needs of the community.  The change in the political 
ideology can be illustrated in the Urban Council White Paper, which was issued in 1976.   It states 
that “public participation in the management of public affairs should be achieved, to a very 
considerable extent, by a highly developed network of decision-making bodies which should be an 
important and very characteristic feature of Hong Kong scene” (Urban Council White Paper, 
1976:46, italics added). 
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Since then Hong Kong government has set up quite a number of committees and boards.  The Civil 
and Miscellaneous List 1998 gives details of 264 committees.  There are 154 committees or boards 
that were set up under various ordinances.  The reasons why such committees or boards have been 
set up or subvented may differ in each case. In general it appears that the government has decided 
that its objectives can be achieved more effectively or cheaply by an organization not under direct 
day-to-day governmental control and not bound by the strict rules of Civil Service Regulations.  
Such organizations are as a result better placed to respond promptly and flexibly to changes in 
demand and are expected to act like commercial firms in delivering their services.  The 
establishment of the Vocational Training Council is a good example of such a movement. 
The history of the development of VET in Hong Kong can demonstrate the trend toward 
decentralization and public participation in decision-making.  The decision-making bodies on VET 
during the era of the Industrial Training Advisory Committee (1965-1973) were mainly to advice 
and make recommendations on possible VET problems. These “prototypes” of boards and 
committees had no real power other than advising the government. 
The decision-making body on VET under the auspices of the Hong Kong Training Council (1973-
1982), the Committee on Technical Institute, was set up to advise the government on the measures 
necessary to ensure that there was a comprehensive system of VET geared to the developing needs 
of Hong Kong.   The executive function of the Committee on Technical Education was in place 
after the enactment of the Vocational Training Council Ordinance in 1982. 
The decision-making system on VET since 1982 is in part based upon a belief that stronger 
partnership should be developed among the business, professional and academic sectors.  In both 
the media and government documents, there is a commonly held conviction that the old elite system 
of higher education has failed the business sector.  Whether this is a fair point is a question that 
exceed the scope of this paper.  However, it is important to note that it is this argument that has 
influenced the current profile given to the Vocational Training Council in providing VET, and it is 
this assertion that has enabled the businessmen and professionals to play an important role in VET. 
It is generally agreed that as a society proceeds with its economic development, the citizenry will 
tend to demand more participation in the decision-making process.  That is why democracy is 
common in most developed countries.   The need for decentralization may be addressed by the need 
for responsiveness.  The Report of the Advisory Committee on Diversification proposes that the 
system of VET should be capable of producing a workforce which could adapt to changes and new 
needs.   It attributes Hong Kong’s economic success to the responsiveness, high mobility and high 
redeployability of its labour force.   Decentralization may be said to enhance the ability of the 
administration to respond to the changing demands of the economy, decrease the remoteness of 
government agencies in relation to their clients and increase the accessibility to the citizens. 
After nearly two decades of development, the VET system in Hong Kong may now have reached 
the point where decentralization becomes necessary and irreversible.  An ideal governing board of a 
government agency should be responsible for determining the policies or strategies to be pursued by 
the agency, and for determining how the board’s powers could be best exercised in the public 
interest within the objectives set out in the enabling legislation or articles of association.  The 
governing board should have a leading and planning role in defining agencies’ objective and 
strategies, choosing the appropriate technology, critically examining management plans, 
formulating an overall plan, communicating it to the organization, motivating managers or 
administrators to perform, monitoring performance against the plan and taking action when 
objectives are not reached.  This should give a fairly clear picture of what an ideal governing board 
should like.  In view of the changing economic environment, more power and authority should be 
given to the decision-making body on VET of the Vocational Training Council.    
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 
 
In spite of the limitation of a small sample size of merely 10 countries, the international 
comparative study however can still manage to illustrate that there are three types of decision-
making bodies on VET in these economies.  Since there is an obvious tre participative type of 
decision-making on VET policies in developed countries, Hong Kong therefore follows along this 
line in planning its proposed reform on the decision-making structure on VET.  As there is an 
increased trend of technological development and higher expectation of economic welfare in the 
Hong Kong society, there is a need to enhance the responsiveness of service-providing agencies 
through a process of decentralization.  It is therefore recommended here that in order to build up a 
more effective VET system, more power and authority, especially the economic decisions of 
resource allocation and administrative decisions relating to the running of VET programmes, should 
be decentralized. 
In short, the old decision-making system has been working well and there is little need for 
reforming the system.  Improvement can however be made by decentralizing further the decision-
making power to the hands of the decision-making bodies with more participation of the various 
stakeholders. The recommendations in this paper only provide a starting point for the conception of 
an appropriate course of action to be undertaken.   The key issue is that VET in Hong Kong, or 
other places in this world, is not simply a matter of improving labour productivity; it has a subtle 
political role in maintaining the economic prosperity of the entire society. 
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Table 1 
A List of 10 Selected countries for analysis 
 
 
COUNTRIES 
 
 
 
ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT 
 
GEOGRAPHIC 
LOCATION 
 
POLITICAL STABILITY 
Hong Kong Newly developed Asia-Pacific stable 
Australia Newly developed Asia-Pacific stable 
Brazil Developing S. America moderate 
Canada Developed N. America stable 
Finland Developed N. Europe stable 
India Developing Asia-Pacific moderate 
Italy Developed Europe stable 
Philippines Developing Asia-Pacific moderate 
Singapore Newly developed Asia-Pacific stable 
South Africa Developing Africa moderate 
Switzerland Developed Europe stable 
 
Note:   
(1) Hong Kong is added to the list for comparison. 
(2) The classification of economic development and political stability is based on World Bank reports in 
1993 and 1994. 
 
 
 
Table 2 
A List of the Decision-making Bodies on Vocational Training Policy  
of 10 Selected Countries 
 
 
COUNTRIES 
 
BODIES RESPONSIBLE FOR MAKING DECISIONS ON VET 
Hong Kong Vocational Training Council 
Australia Australian National Training Authority 
Brazil National Industrial Learning Services 
Canada Canadian Training Boards at the local provincial level 
Finland National Board of Education 
India Central Advisory Board of Education (CABE) 
Italy Ministry of Education and Ministry of Labour 
Philippines Technical Education and Skills Development Authority (TESDA) 
South Africa 
 
Committee of Technical College Principals 
Singapore Institute for Technical Education 
Switzerland Association for the Promotion of Continuing Vocational Education  (VFBW) in 
cantons. 
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Table 3 
The Composition of the decision-making Bodies on VET 
in the Selected Countries 
 
 
COMPOSITION OF MEMBERS 
 
Countries 
 
Management-
based 
 
Business-
based 
Knowledge-
based 
Polity- 
Based 
Hong Kong -- X X X 
Australia -- X -- X 
Brazil -- -- X -- 
Canada -- X X X 
Finland -- -- X -- 
India X -- -- -- 
Italy X -- -- -- 
Philippines X -- -- -- 
Singapore -- X X -- 
South Africa 
-- -- X -- 
Switzerland -- X -- X 
 
 
 
Table 4: 
Three Types of Decision-making Systems on VET 
 
  
TYPE I 
 
TYPE II 
 
 
TYPE III 
Types Executive-led 
 
Expertise-led Participative 
Characteristics Members of all major 
decision-making bodies 
are management-based 
 
Members of all major 
decision-making bodies 
are knowledge-based 
Members of all major 
decision-making bodies 
are a mix of business-
based, knowledge-
based, and polity-based. 
 
General pattern Centralized 
 
Think tank decentralized 
Examples 
(from 10 selected 
countries) 
India 
Italy 
Philippines 
Brazil 
Finland 
South Africa 
Hong Kong, 
Australia 
Canada 
Singapore 
Switzerland  
 
 Mainly developing 
countries (except Italy) 
No distinct pattern but 
more common in 
countries where there 
are major changes in 
VET systems 
Mainly developed 
countries  
 
 
